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INTRODUCTION

Neo-theism is one of the most comp lex and controversial subjects in
contemporary theology. The complexity and controversy surrounding neotheism, also known as "openness theism," are, at least in part, traceable to two
main factors. First of all, it concerns the doctrine of Cod. Secondly, it is set
against one of the oldest and fiercest debates in theology, the relation of Cod to
creation or the world. As to the first, W olfhart Pannenberg asserts that, "In doing
theology, the concept of God can never be simply one issue among others. It is
the central issue, around which everything else is organized."2 As to the second,
Pannenberg admits, "One of the greatest and continuing problems of Christian
belief in Cod is presented by the difficulty of relating the concept of Cod to the
world of nature and history."3 Doctrinal debates concerning Cod and his relations
to the world have involved such gigantic historic figures as Augustine of Hippo,
John Calvin, Jacobus Arminius, and John Wesley.4 Discussion involving such issues
can be expected to take on a sense of intense, even ultimate importance.
Neo-theism, however, goes beyond the usual discussions. Neo-theism claims
to correct a perceived problem in classical theism caused by an early error that
subjugated the biblical revelation of Cod to Platonic philosophical categories and
has since been promulgated through a deterministic Augustinian-Calvinistic
system. The dynamic, relational Cod of Scripture has come to be caricatured as
the static, impassible intellectual Cod of philosophy Neo-theism seeks a revision
of this distortion of classical theism. Further assertions include that in order for
Cod to really relate to humanity in a dynamic fashion allowing for genuine
human liberty divine omnipotence and especially omniscience need to be
radically redefined. Cod's power is self-limited and divine foreknowledge is nonTony Lee Richie received his D.Min. degree from Asbury Theological Seminary. He currently pastors the New
Harvest Church of Cod in Knoxville, Tenn., and teaches Pastoral Leadership at the Church of Cod South
American Seminary in Quito, Ecuador.
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exhaustive. God is said to know everything that can be known but not even God can
know many things about the future.5 The suggestion is made that if God knows the future
exhaustively then it is absolutely determined and humans are not really free to be or to act.
Accordingly, the future is at least partly open and God has chosen to risk the results. 6
Seve ral of today's titular theologians, such as J. I. Packer, R. C. Sproul, and Clark
Pinnock are involved in the current neo-theism crisis, Packe r and Sproul as oppone nts
and Pinnoc k as an advocate.? C harges of he resy and claims of o rthodoxy fi ll the
Evangelical air. The Pentecostal-C harismatic movement is still discussing the openness
issue, as the debate between Graham Old and Kenne th J. Arc her and his readers
indi ca tes. B Gord o n L. Ande rso n, how e ve r, predi cts in hi s rev ie w of open n ess
theologian Gregory A. Boyd's work, that while Pentecostals may appreciate ele ments
of o pe nness th eism, su ch as its e mphasis on spiritual wa rfa re, Pe ntecosta ls w ill
continue to affi rm a view of God's total omniscience along with human choice and
free will 9 O ne may pray his prediction is prophetic.
So why address such a complex and controve rsial theological subj ect as neo-theism
fro m a pasto ral pe rspective? First, sound syste matic theo logy can and should be
effectively applied at the pastoral level. As Thomas Ode n says, pasto ral theology is
where the theoretical and practical come togethe r. Pastoral ministry and theology are
"dependent upon and intrinsically connected with each of the disciplines of the wider
theological curriculum ."lo Second, my own practice of ministry in the pastoral context
req uires me to ''Test everything. Hold on to the good . Avoid every kind of evil" ( I Th
5:2 1-22l. If openness theism is "sound doctrine" ("consonant with healthy teaching"),
it will help pastors "model how to silence the impure" and "also me ntor fo llowers into
becoming pure leaders for the future" (Titus 2: I) , as Deborah Me nke n Gill says." If
neo-theism is true it will e nhance the effective ness of pastoral ministry and leadership
in spiritual, moral, and practical ways. Such an assertion does not imply a pragmatic
crite rion fo r C hristian theology but it does indicate we may know a theological tree by
its practical fruit (cf. Matt 12:33 ). As Paul S. Fiddes observes, the discipline of theology
and ecclesial experience inte rsect and exist in a state of mutuality. 12 Again, as Randy
Mad d ox asse rt s, th eo logy sh o uld b e bro ug ht "int o th e service of n urturi ng
contemporary C hristian life a nd witness."ll Importantly, a pastoral approach is also
consistent with the ideology of openness theology. The leading proponent of neotheism, Clark Pinnock, defines theologians as "the pastoral leade rship team w hich is
charged with giving good counsel to the churches."14 Examining a position with such
specific pastoral concerns fro m a pastoral pe rspective seems especially apropos.
In the fo llow ing pages I will first look a t som e of the fruits of neo-theism as I
perceive the m at the pastoral and ecclesial levels of C hristian fa ith and life. Then I w ill
turn to the task of comparing neo- and classical theism's main differences with a vision
for affi rming ele ments a pplicable to the pastoral and ecclesial context. Thro ugho ut
both sectio ns I will suppo rt my ideas a nd observatio ns thro ugh dia logue w here
appropriate with an ecume nical range of scholars.
FRUIT OF N EO -THEISM IN THE PASTORAL CONTEXT I S

If preached and applied at the local church level what would be a few of the main
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fruit produced? Three areas seem to me to be most obvious: the area of relationality,
dependability, and authority_

Relationality
One of the primary projects of pastors is to help parishioners develop real and
enduring relationships with God. Helping laity relate to a God they cannot see or
touch in a personal way can be quite a challenge for clergy. Neo-theists desire to lead
people to "the more biblical view of God as a dynamic personal agent" that is "deeply
and vulnerably involved in human joys and sorrows."16 What Pinnock prefers to call
"classical free-will theism," seeks to maintain "the mutuality and reciprocity" of God
"within the framework of divine transcendence." I? Herein is the appeal of neo-theism,
deliverance from a deterministic God so transcendent as to be absent for a personal,
freedom-Ioving-God-with-us who truly loves and feels. [n its affirmation of free will
"classical free-will theism" can be helpful to the pastor and his/ her congregation. No
other than C. S. Lewis adamantly insists that only a divine-human relationship based
on freedom can foster the genuine happiness and love God purposes for those united
to him. 18 Fortunately, as Clark Pinnock admits, a relational model of God does not
require adoption of other, more extreme features of neo-theism such as rejection of
classical theism's views of divine omniscience. 19 Stressing the God of personal
relationships can be fruitful in a positive sense in the pastoral context.
Dependability
Pastors are constantly called upon to lead people in worship. The biblical theme of
divine worthiness is an ally in the attempt to motivate modern people to lift their
hearts above their daily concerns to the point of praise {Ps 18:3, Rev 4 : Ill. On the
other hand, neo-theism implies that a God who is genuinely relational must also be
ever changing. Emil Brunner points out that a God who is constantly changing is not
worthy of our worship but rather of our pity20 The liturgical life of the local church is
accordingly seriously undermined by neo-theism. [n the midst of the vicissitudes of life
people are inspired to praise and worship the God who is reliable and dependable,
not the God who is always changing and never the same. Furthermore, pastors are
constantly called upon to reassure their parishioners that in spite of their problems an
all-knowing God will be able to comfort and assist them. Neo-theism's stance on
omniscience is a barrier to confidence in GodY [n other words, the pastoral duty of
building up the faith and confidence of their people is made more difficult by neotheism's limitation of divine knowledge. Donald B10esch believes an affirmation of the
omniscience of God is an expression of confidence in "an overarching providence that
sustains the world."22 The neo-theist limitation of God's foreknowledge strikes at the
root of confidence in God and his ability to accomplish his purposes toward his
people. Such a position cannot be sustained in effective fruitful pastoral ministry_
Authority
As a pastor who preaches and teaches each week, a primary question for my
congregation and me concerning neo-theism is whether it is based on Scripture. When
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I actually study texts given to authe nticate the more controversial aspects of openness
theology, na mely, the de nial of exhaustive divin e fo re knowl edge, I fi nd less than
satisfactory clarity. For example, "Now I know that you fear Cod" (Cen 22 : 12) is cited
as evide nce against exhaustive omniscience. But whe n I read the context I find that it
was an angel of the Lord that spoke these words and not the Lord himself. Though
so me inte rpre te rs have spec ulated about th e a ngel' s ide ntity as a possible preincarnate manifestation of C hrist, the issue is by no means settled and is certainly no
proof text fo r altering the doctrine of divine omniscience.2l I fi nd a sim ilar pattern in
other texts purporting to prove omniscience is not exhaustive. 24 Let's note Cod saying
of Israel's w icke dn ess, "n o r did it e nt e r m y mind t h a t t h ey sh ould do this
abomination" (Jer 32:3 5). When the context is examined, it is not at all clear that Cod
is saying he did not know they would do this wickedness. Rathe r, it appears Cod is
actually saying it was not in his mind, that is, according to his purpose or will, fo r them
to do it. O ther texts are used by openness advocates to make much of appa rent
vicissitudes in Cod's mind or disposition, especially toward sinners or penitents (cf.
Cen 6:6; Judges 10, 12). But recognition of C od's ability to interact with people
according to their cho ices without alte ring his own ultimate purpose immediately
dispels such ope nness doubts.25 Neo-theists also te nd to igno re the anth ropo morphic
ele me nts of many such OT depictions of C od. Biblical scholars point out that Cod is
sometimes spoken of in human te rms as an accommodation to human perspective
and language, not as a literal description of C od's nature.26 As a preaching pastor, I simply
find such so-called biblical evidence limiting Cod's knowledge unconvincing. Without
clear biblical support neo-theism cannot bring forth good fruit in pastoral ministry.
The theology of neo-theism fails at precisely th e poi nt of its greatest assumed
applicability: the point of people. Neo-theism seeks to make Cod more relational, a
laudable endeavor in itself, but succeeds only in reducing his reliability Pastors who
preach a Cod w ho is changing and limited will have d iffic ul ty leading people in
worship or comfo rting the m in sorrow Whe n I told my congregation about neotheism they seemed shocked. When I told the m our own Pentecostal-Charismatic
moveme nt had been affected and influenced they we re frig htened. W hen I told them
their pastor remai ns a classical theist they were relieved. The me n and women of faith
on the pews and seats of our churches do not relate to a Cod who is limited and
changing. The Cod they believe they truly e ncounter in the Bible is the Cod who
really knows everything and never changes (Ps 139: 1-6; Mal 3 :6) .
VISION OF NEO-THEISM FOR THE PASTORAL CONTEXT 27

Even as neo-theism seeks to revise classical theism, it needs revision itself in order
to ac hi eve a n adeq ua te t heo logy fo r th e pas to ra l co ntext. Openness theo logy
confesses both its indebtedness to a nd distinctiveness fro m the process philosophy of
Alfred North Whitehead a nd th e derivative process th eology, which stresses the
flui dity of reality, including divine reality.28 Donald Bloesch suggests neo-theists are
rather closer to than fart her fro m process thought categories. 29 Pannenberg, however,
exposes the inadequacy of process theology on biblical and rational grounds precisely
at the po in t of its doc trin e of Cod fo r its de nial of "a concept of creation ." He
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concludes that, "the Whiteheadian God cannot be the biblical creator God."
Furthermore, process thought insists "all actual reality is finite, even God," leading to a
universe that is "a pluralism of finite realities." But Pannenberg points out that "the
very notion of a finite reality seems to presuppose infinity." He therefore, contra both
process theology and neo-theism, affirms the classical Christian teaching since Gregory
of Nyssa concerning God's infinite nature.3D Even though Pinnock et al distance
themselves from direct dependence on process philosophy and theology, the extent
neo-theism has been indirectly derivative of process thought is significant and it has
been adversely affected by the association. That neo-theism critiques classical theism's
relationship with Platonic and Aristotelian philosophy while being dependent on
Whiteheadian process philosophy seems ironic at best. A revision of the neo-theist
revision of classical theism is required, ridding it of its process thought trappings to
render it effective at the pastoral level. Four areas of interest call for focused attention :
issues of human liberty, God's relationship to time (simultaneity), divine immutability,
and divine sovereignty.
Liberty
Neo-theism and openness theology insist that classical theism and theology
diminish any real human freedom by their dogmas of exhaustive divine omniscience
and foreknowledge.3! The charge is not an altogether inappropriate reaction as applied
to the radical determinism of the Augustinian and Calvinist systems of theology. Roger
Olson narrates how in the fourth and fifth centuries Augustine introduced the novelty
of monergism, the belief that God alone acts to determine all things, into Christian
theology effectively destroying human liberty or free will. In the sixteenth century the
Reformer John Calvin accepted and extended Augustinian theology making it even
more radical and inimical to human freedom .32 Augustine and Calvin have been
extremely influential in the history of Christian thought. As Olson also narrates,
however, in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries Jacobus Arminius
successfully challenged the fatalistic determinism of Augustine and Calvin, favoring a
return to the pristine doctrine of synergism, that God allows human beings to freely
cooperate with or resist his grace, restoring genuine human freedom of choice. In the
eighteenth century John Wesley was able to popularize "Arminianism" as a champion
of real interaction with God vis-a-vis Calvinistic coercion.33 Yet both Arminius and
Wesley are classical theists who affirm exhaustive divine foreknowledge as compatible
with human liberty and moral accountability.34 Apparently, neo-theists are neither
Calvinists nor Wesleyan-Arminians.35 Also, the covert charge that classical theism is
synonymous with determinism is obviously incorrect.

Simultaneity
Doubtless open theists have been driven to deny exhaustive divine foreknowledge
by the contorted claims of determinists concerning omniscience. C. Samuel Storms
says that, "if EDF [exhaustive divine foreknowledge] exists, contingency or libertarian
freedom does not."36 Such a position pushes people into choosing between exhaustive
divine foreknowledge and human liberty A great deal of devout Christian thought,
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however, has not agreed that the two are actually incompatible. Laurence W Wood
ably refutes neo-theism's limitation of God's knowledge and abundantly demonstrates
the compatibility of his exhaustive foreknowledge with true human liberty Wood
appeals to Boethius and the early Greek Fathers in support of divine simultaneity, the
doctrine that God sees all time from the perspective of eternity in the immediate
present. Therefore, God sees all fu tu re events but not before they actually occur.
Accordingly, human beings act with real freedom and choice consistently with divine
foreknowledge . Wood shows that divine simultaneity is consistent with the biblical
revelation (Ex 3 14; Rev 4 :8) and the nature of predictive prophecy, as well as the
patristic teaching of Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Basil the Great,
and Gregory of Nyssa. Significantly, John Wesley affirms simultaneity also. Wood even
demonstrates the congruity of divine simultaneity with the view of time in modern
scientific relativity theory!37
Larry Wood sympathetically notes that openness theologians are mainly concerned
with pastoral and devotional issues in their innovative approach, that is, "they want to
preserve the human freedom that has been vitiated by Calvinism ." He suggests
nonethe less they would be better served to, "take their cues from Barth and
Pannenberg on divine omniscience," and to "look to Boethius and the early Greek
Fathers" for reconciliation of divine foreknowledge and human freedom 38 As C. S.
Lewis, who also subscribed to Boethius' understanding of time, eternity, and divine
foreknowledge, has Screwtape say, God "does not foresee the humans making their
free contributions in a future, but he sees them doing so in His unbounded Now And
obviously to watch a man doing something is not to make him do it."39 Thomas C.
Oden agrees. Long ago Origen "deftly demolished" the "oversimplified scheme o f
divine foreknowledge" that is comparable to both that of contemporary Calvinism
and openness theism. Oden argues that divine simultaneity enables God to view all
time as eternal now while nevertheless relating to the world according to the process
of temporal succession. Accordingly, total divine foreknowledge and real human
freedom are completely compatible.40 Divine simultaneity therefore, is a satisfying
biblical, historical, theo logica l, and pastoral alternative to both determinism and
openness theism that affirms both God's exhaustive foreknowledge and genuine
human liberty.

Immutability
The caricature of the God of classical theism as static and non-relational may not be
altogether correct. J. Oliver Buswell, Jr. summarizes classical theism in the words of the
Westminster Shorter Catechism, "God is a Spirit, infinite, eternal, and unchangeable in
his being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and truth." Notably, however, he
insists that divine unchangeableness "indicates a dynamic, not a static immutability."
He specifically censures "certa in philosoph ical back eddies" suggesting otherwise.
Rather, divine immutabi lity includes divine interaction with the world "in time and
space." The consistency of God's character, nature, and works are affirmed.41 Thomas
C. Oden points out that classical thought advocates "appropriate balance" concerning
the attributes of God. He admits that, 'The history of theism is plagued by errors

Thinking Through the New Theism

I I7

caused by overemphasizing a single one or set of attributes while neglecting others."
For example, Aristotle (and Christian thinkers influenced by him) stressed such
concepts as "God 's absolute essence, self-contemplation, transcendence, and
immutability, yet failed to grasp God's relationality, closeness, and covenant love
toward humanity." The antidote for such imbalance is "a healthy equilibrium "
embracing all the attributes of God as inseparable : 2 Affirming the dynamic
relationality of God and refuting static determinism does not require a rejection of
classical theism. Pinnock himself admits that adopting a relational model of God does
not require a rejection of classical theism's views of divine omniscienceY Clearly,
enjoying a dynamic relationship with God does not require adopting openness theism.

Sovereignty
Classical theists less controlled by the Augustinian-Calvinist paradigm are able to
affirm divine sovereignty and immutability in conjunction with a model of God that
allows for dynamic change and relationships. Donald G. Bloesch argues that, "God's
sovereignty means that he is immutable." He defines immutability carefully as
indicating God "does not change in his innermost being and in his ultimate vision and
purpose for the world." He further insists that God is not the unchangeable God of
the philosophers, for whom immutability means immobility. In such a case "we no
longer have a truly sovereign God." In Scripture, however, Bloesch argues, "God has the
freedom to change his mind or the ways in which he deals his people, though he
remains inflexible in his ultimate purpose" (cf. Ex 32: 14; 2 Sam 24: 16; I Chron 21 : 15;
Jer 26: 19; Jon 3 : I 0). God's immutability, therefore, may be best understood in terms of
"constancy." Most importantly, "the living God of the Bible is not to be confounded
with" either "the immobile God of Hellenistic philosophy" or "the modem idea of a God
who is ever changing."" The balance is best kept by maintenance of the twin truths of
divine sovereignty and immutability and divine relationality as completely compatible.
Perennial problems connected with the subject of divine sovereignty are the ideas
of divine predestination and omniscience or foreknowledge in terms of their impact
upon human liberty. Bloesch suggests predestination involves the working out of
God's purpose in history and humanity in a sense that "does not override the freedom
of man" or "deny the free movement of history " Accordingly, he rejects "the
determinist view" Similarly, he affirms that, 'The meaning of God's omniscience is
that there is no concealment from God." He argues that "although God knows the
future before it happens, he does not literally know the concrete event until it
happens." In his affirmation of "the reality of God's foreknowledge and also his
sovereignty" he does not "hold to a rigid foreordination that excludes the free
movement of history. "45 A sovereign God working out his ultimate and eternal
purpose in history and humanity is completely consistent with his gracious and
generous gift of human liberty.
Thomas Oden defines omniscience as "the infinite consciousness of God in relation
to all possible objects of knowledge." Yet he also insists that God's foreknowledge
does not determine events but that "what God foreknows is determined by what
happens, part of which is affected by free will." In other words, omniscience is not
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omnicausality. Divine foreknowledge is total or exhaustive. God understands not only
what will actually happen but also all possible contingencies that may occur but still
leaves hum ans free to make th e ir own cho ices rega rding t heir perso nal mora l
actions4 6 O ddly enough, the basic premise of Calvinist determinism and its extreme
opposite (openness theology) is the same: exhaustive divine foreknowledge and actual
human liberty are incompatible. A strong tradition within C hristianity fro m the earliest
time to the present disagrees with that premise. Classical theism and Calvinism or
determinism are not synonymous terms, neither are Arminianism or libertarianism and
openness or neo-theism. According to a strong stream within classical theism, divine
omniscience and total foreknowledge and human liberty and accountability are clearly
compatible.
CONCLUSION

Neo- or openness theism is an obvious and arduous attempt to come to grips with
th e twin rea liti es of divin e sovere ignty and hum an liberty in a pastora l context.
Unfortunately, neo-theists apparently became convinced that the two are ultimately
incompatible and opted to affirm the latter at the expense of the fo rmer. A survey of
leading neo-theist Clark Pinnock's intellectual journey indicates he has an inherent
te nd e ncy tow a rd ext re mi sm .47 Wh e th e r he is ba ttlin g m o d e rni st atte mp ts to
undermine biblical inerrancy or hammering out a new and radical political theory of
C hristian social action, he tends to push an idea beyond the limits. Fortunately, he is
o ft e n a lso humbl y willin g to adju st o r eve n alte r hi s vi ew s wh e n int e ll ectua l
equilibrium necessitates. One hopes the case eventually may be the same regarding
his final conclusions on neo-theism. Pinnock's pneumatol ogy has had a profound,
provocative, and primarily positive impact on Pentecostalism and Evangelica lism.48
Pinnock and other openness theologians are valuable allies in the maturation of the
Eva ngeli ca l and Pe ntecos tal moveme nts. An appreciation fo r admitted assets of
Pinnock and oth er neo-th eists, howeve r, must not induce us to appro p riate th e
ex tre m e e le m e nts of op e nn es s th e ology, nam e ly th e dimini shm e n t o f di vin e
omniscience. Pentecostals need to exercise some equilibrium ourselves on this point: 9
Although an unhealthy strain of systematic determinism has been introduced into
C hristian thought from foreign philosophical sources by means of Augustinianism and
Calvinism, Arminian-Wesleyan classical theism has been successful in affirming both
divine sovereignty and human liberty without resorting to reducing the divine nature
and character. As G. K. C hesterton said so well, "But granted we all have to keep a
balance, the real interest comes in with the question of how that balance can be kept."
He believes bal ance is best kept by paradoxi cally keeping "apparently oppos ite"
pass ions and convi ction s in just th e right te nsion d o ing justice to bo th wi tho ut
all owing ei th e r to domina te . In ma ny areas of pas to ra l mini stry and theo logy
paradoxes are impo rtant. Preaching and teaching on the unity and plurality of the
Trinity, the divine and human natures of Christ, general and special revelation- and
yes, divine sovereignty and human liberty, all involve the principl e of paradoxical
balance. An intrinsic element of mystery is an invaluable aid in theology and ministry.
We must finally conclude that, though we consider many of its advocates exemplary
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Christians and theologians, neo-theism is out of balance and off center. One indicator
of the inadequacy of openness theism is its overall inapplicability at the pastoral and
ecclesial levels of Christian faith and life.
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